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America, have written about the im-
portant issues of eugenics, insurance,
the effects of market forces and the
question of patents, public awareness
of genetics and a variety of psychoso-
cial and ethical concerns. Readers
with a theoretical bent will find them
dealt with more satisfactorily than will
those more interested in applied medi-
cal ethics. This is the inevitable result
of there being no contributors from
the coal face such as genetic counsel-
lors, medical doctors, actuaries, or
“consumers”. So while I read with
interest, I kept my cardigan on to ward
off the chill of the ivory tower.

A fundamental question examined
was that of the extent to which genetic
information is special compared with
other health information. Holm ar-
gues (at some points more convinc-
ingly than at others) that it is not spe-
cial since other health information can
also be predictive of the future health
of a person, of that person’s offspring
and of his/her other relatives, and that
other health information can be as
personal and sensitive as genetic
information. He goes on to argue that
a uniform regulation of all health-
related information is better than a
specific regulation of genetic infor-
mation.

The question of what to do about
genetic information and health insur-
ance is a crucial one which is dealt
with at length. Insurance is essentially
a form of betting. Is it “fair” if the
insured person knows how the dice are
loaded when the insurer does not? Is it
“just” to punish someone with higher
premiums or no insurance cover be-
cause that person has done badly in
the genetic lottery? Is it acceptable for
insurers to force genetic tests and
unwanted knowledge on people? Lem-
mens argues that to the extent that
insurance contracts are commodities,
these questions should be subject to

the rules of the market place, but in so
far as they have a redistributive role,
this should not be the case. He argues
that necessities such as health care are
not commodities and that public pro-
vision is required for health and
welfare. Tangwa, the only contributor
from Africa, says very succinctly that,
“...it does not seem morally right or
even ordinarily fair to . . . reward or
punish people on the basis of involun-
tary biodata”.

This issue of the unfairness of the
genetic lottery comes up again and
again. Holtug argues that if people are
disadvantaged (genetically or other-
wise), we should compensate rather
than punish them. He points out that
this implies more than just health care
and also looks at the question of where
one draws the line between correction
of a problem and enhancement. I wish
that more contributors had considered
this very delicate and complicated
problem. Holtug goes on further to
look at the question of responsibility
and considers how responsible an
individual is for failure in a career if it
is due to: (a) lack of talent, (b) lack of
effort, or (c) a decision not to pursue
that career. He points out that any of
these may be due to genetic endow-
ment and/or environmental influ-
ences. It could be argued logically that
whatever we do is, by definition, what
we had to do, and it is puzzling that in
our society we hold the individual
responsible if the causes are thought to
be environmental but not if they are
thought to be genetic. Again, I wish
more attention had been given to this
problem.

As one would expect in a multi-
authored book, the style and accessi-
bility vary enormously from one chap-
ter to the next. Some I found
extremely interesting while others
failed to engage me at all. Overall, the
book presents some important ques-
tions and explores philosophical ways
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of dealing with them. A journey
through it leaves the reader better able
to dissect the ethical issues in genetics
today.
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Correction

A review of the Training Manual on
Ethical and Human Rights Standards for
Health Care Professionals which ap-
peared in the journal’s February 2001
issue mistakenly identified its pub-
lisher as the BM]J Publishing Group.
The publisher is, in fact, the Com-
monwealth Medical Association and
the manual is available from the Com-
monwealth Medical Association at
BMA House, Tavistock Square, Lon-
don WC1H 9]JP.
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orders

If you wish to order or require further
information regarding the titles re-
viewed here, please write or telephone
the BMJ Bookshop, PO Box 295,
London WCI1H 9]JR. Tel: 020 7383
6244; fax: 020 7383 6455; Internet:
www.bmjbookshop.com; email:
orders@bmjbookshop.com. European
customers should add 15 per cent for
postage and packing, other overseas
customers should add 30%. Payment
can be made by cheque in sterling
drawn on a UK bank or by credit card
(Mastercard,Visa, or American Ex-
press, stating card number, expiry date
and full name. (The price and availa-
bality are occasionally subject to
revision by the publishers.)
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